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introduction 7 integral entanglements,

formal experiments

Myriad Intimacies is conceived as an offering. It comprises prose, poetry,
and audiovisual explorations of the interrelatedness of lives, life forms,
concepts, and frameworks. Myriad Intimacies is not an intervention, a term
that implies pointed interjection in a stable, preconstituted domain of in-
quiry. Even when addressing issues with a rich discursive history—identity,
otherness, political rhetoric—the approach is exploratory in order to enact
ideas in the mode of address, to offer a cumulative experience of them by
interleaving genres and forms. The word offering has a distinctly spiritual
connotation. This association makes it especially appropriate because this
collection moves freely, unapologetically, between registers that would be
distinguished as “sacred” or “secular” and not customarily found within
the covers of a single work. The method I adopt here was developed well
before cOVID-19, in whose shadow I completed the manuscript. But it
seems especially apposite when the impact of the virus on every aspect of
life means that the term existential was for once being collectively experi-
enced in both its material and its philosophical sense.

We live and work in contexts in which a narrowly instrumental notion
of knowledge is dominant. We are primarily addressed as homo economicus,
and within that categorization as consumers first and foremost. What has
manifested is a logic of proliferation within an increasingly narrow concep-
tion of possibilities and, relatedly, ever greater conformism masquerading



as affirmation of infinite potential and creativity. Even debates on the plu-
rality and fluidity of identity have at times become entangled with these
dynamics, multiplying categories rather than challenging their premises.
Critique has become a commodity to be consumed. We are rarely addressed
as philosophical beings engaged by broader questions of what it means to
be human, though climate change and the intense precarity of neoliberal-
ism have brought these issues into relief, a process further accelerated by the
covID-19 pandemic and the uprisings against racial injustice in the wake of
George Floyd’s murder by Minneapolis police.

The idea of the socio-natural world as an autonomous entity—one sep-
arable from the observer and awaiting cognitive capture by an objective
researcher—has continued to prevail despite the cumulative and fatal chal-
lenges to it from multiple, overlapping directions: critical studies of science;
critique of Enlightenment philosophy; feminism; new materialisms; quan-
tum physics; indigenous epistemologies; postcolonial, race, and cultural
studies. Several generations of scholars have contributed to these complex
developments, including Jacqui M. Alexander (2006), Gloria Anzaldta
(1987), Arjun Appadurai (1996), Karan Barad (2007), Rosi Braidotti
(2013, 2019), Dipesh Chakravarty (2000, 2018), Marisol de la Cadena
(2015), Arturo Escobar (2018), Stuart Hall (1996, 20193, b), or Donna
Haraway (1991, 2003, 2008, 2016), Bruno Latour (2017, 2018), Trinh T.
Minh-ha (1989), Cherrie Moraga (2011; see also Moraga’s 1981 publication
with Anzaldta), Elizabeth Povinelli (2016), Edward Said (1979), Isabelle
Stengers (2010, 2011), and Anna Tsing (2015).

The compelling and forceful nature of the combined critique should
have remade knowledge and put paid to the notion of objective universal
truth. But the critique has been contained within certain disciplines, seg-
regated into particular branches within disciplines, or accommodated by
a softening of the borders of what is deemed permissible as an argument
or the form in which it can be presented. For the most part, the dominant
norms of power and authority have remained intact.

Genuine inquiry involves inhabiting a space between cognitive abey-
ance and cognitive freefall. Until, gradually, cumulatively, nonlinearly, and
retroactively, one marshals conceptual and empirical resources to elucidate
the intuitions that have prompted one’s investigation. It is an unpredict-
able process that can require one to recast initial questions or even abandon
them in order to travel in an altogether different direction. And yet schol-
arly protocol often obscures the very process by which knowledge comes
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into being. Or else it only partially discloses it. The authoritativeness of a
finished work can occlude the destabilizing uncertainty of inquiry. It can
seem as though the argument was evident to the author and merely needed
to be put down in order that it may be shared with others. Is it any wonder
that an overly stable conception of knowledge is continually fortified?

v

The work gathered in Myriad Intimacies is grounded in the following
propositions:

— We are sensuous beings inhabiting “infinity,” a continually
evolving, multiply and mutually constituted field of interrela-
tions. Our senses compose our material experience. We appre-
hend the world through them.

— Wk have at our disposal language that by its nature constrains
our imagination even as it unleashes it.

- Any analytic effort can only trace some aspects of the manifold
cause-and-effect interrelations that bear on the issue at hand.
The omnipotent researcher with mastery over her object of
study makes way for the modest explorer who is conscious of
the rich specificity and partiality of her understanding.

— We are situated, sentient beings. The stories we tell locate us
(Haraway 1988; Mohanty 1987).

— 'The idea of knowledge as capture is an untenable fiction and
would do well to cede ground to knowing as a practice of
attunement.

It might seem odd to name infinity as an interpretive horizon, because as
humanists our work primarily addresses the social world. I invoke infinity
as a way to alert us to the danger that the focus we are required to develop
might lead us to forget that from a planetary perspective, from the purview
of the cosmos, our work is irreducibly local. For we are thinking with/of/
about particular specificities and their evolving, multiply constituted, em-
bedded mutualities.

At the heart of my efforts to counter the inertia of present norms has
been a rethinking of time, form, and structure. Time, form, and structure
are closely interrelated, and what it means to experiment with them in writ-
ing and in video varies given the specificities of each medium. It has meant
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rethinking “argument” as the dispersed cumulative effect of composing and
arranging pieces so as to enable a polyphonic experience of key ideas. The
essays are short by design so that the invitation to consider core propositions
can be made gradually, evocatively, and severally via the forms that comprise
a given work. But whereas my previous books, SacredSecular: Contempla-
tive Cultural Critique (2009) and The Integral Nature of Things: Critical
Reflections on the Present (2013), experimented with observational writing,
poetry, and contemplative and analytical prose, Myriad Intimacies goes
further by interweaving multigenre writing with videopoems and video-
contemplations. Moving between genres and mediums organically disrupts
normative expectations. The reader/viewer is continually repositioned in
relation to the work and is required to adjust to shifts in language, focus,
mood, and depth of perception. The form and structure make evident the
processual nature of interpretation, and the linguistic and visual play it en-
ables serves to unsettle representation as a forensic craft devoid of mystery.

v

Myriad Intimacies can be described as a narrative whole composed of frag-
ments. Fragment, defined as remnant, portion, incomplete part, derives
from the Latin frangere, to break.

Also from frangere:

Jraction (a proportion of a whole number)
fracture (crack, break)

Jractious (quarrelsome)

It might seem that portion, part, incompleteness, brokenness, and ill-
temperedness are indelibly linked.

Frangere, however, is also the root for fractal. This fact brings into view
a different, more expansive, dimension. A fractal is a geometric figure or
natural phenomenon in which a repeated pattern can be observed at each
scale of magnification. Such repetitions may be identical or to varying de-
grees self-similar. Mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot (1982) coined the
term to redress the shortcomings of classical geometry in describing the
complexity of a whole range of natural phenomena, among them snow-
flakes, trees, plants, river networks, and cardiovascular systems. Fractal pat-
terns have since been observed in, and inspired the making of, art, image,

sound, music.
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Interpretation is an exercise in composition and framing. As I already
noted, it involves noticing some things from among a near-infinite range
of possibilities and striving to understand the relationships between them.
One can neither “see everything” nor make sense of all of the interrelation-
ships between what one beholds. By its nature interpretation is a continual,
always partial, process of building from fragments and developing princi-
ples for moving between and among them. Fractals affirm the insights of
contemplative teaching regarding the inseparability of part and whole. In
the seed, the tree. Out of one, many. To contemplate is to observe closely,
to understand through analysis and reflection, a process that is at once both
outward and inward, as the world is first encountered within. Observation,
analysis, reflection: forms of magnification that oscillate between proxim-
ity and distance, focusing in and then widening the frame.

Expansion, contraction: inhalation, exhalation. A “natural” rhythm but
also one crucial to inquiry as sensuous dispassion: a fullness of presence
that can activate a curiosity and hold habitual perception in check. Honor-
ing this dynamic implies and requires a certain pacing in writing, structure,
composition, editing. S-t-r-e-t-c-h-i-n-g time and e o n ga ti n gattention
to allow for the possibility of seecing anew, moving through cognitive and
physical discomfort toward terra (as yet) incognita.

Although considered uniquely contemporary, transmedia and multi-
genre explorations are arguably current iterations of an ancient pedagogy
rooted in the premise that beings learn in accordance with their nature. It
is for this reason that in Hindu-Buddhist traditions, the mandala or yantra
(a geometric representation of the journey of the practitioner) has many
doorways. It is assumed that each individual will enter through the por-
tal most suited to them and navigate the labyrinth of inquiry in their own
way. Thus, also in indigenous and other storytelling traditions one finds a
plethora of stories, a proliferation of metaphors, accordion-like narrative
structures that facilitate digression, interpolations, narrative recursivity,
and so on. These forms are capacious enough for a spiritual or philosophical
investigation, able to hold paradox, contradiction, and multiple valences.

A kaleidoscopic approach in which core ideas are explored in various
distinct and overlapping ways is one means of responding to the crisis of
perception we confront today. For it is not a paucity of information that
accounts for an absence of fellow feeling but rather the absence of fellow
feeling that estranges us from the facts and their implications. Fake news
or information silos are merely a secondary manifestation of the severing of
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the truth of our interrelatedness. This divisiveness and sense of separation
are not merely problems of genre. Yet genre experiments are one means of
embedding generosity and extending trust to the reader/viewer. To this end,
Myriad Intimacies is intentionally crafted so relative autonomy exists in the
relationships between elements, between chapters or sections, within chap-
ters, and between kinds of writing and visual representation. Even though
the book is meant to be grasped in its totality, each aspect or segment is not
conceived as subsidiary and fully subsumable within it. Rather, each ele-
ment exists in a dual sense: as itself and in particular relation to the work as
a whole. This orientation enables me to be cognitively honest about sense-
making as provisional synthesis, to trust readers/viewers to make their own
way through the material, to navigate its surprises, its incompleteness, as
they choose. In moving between different densities of expression, they can
experience nonfiction as an encounter with multiple temporalities.

The analytical terms that frame this text are probably familiar to most
readers—all, that is, barring one: antra. As a term, tantra is found within
the assemblage of ideas and practices designated today as “Hinduism” and
in Buddhism. But as a philosophical orientation it is not unique to these
traditions, and indeed, although present in them, not as widely practiced as
one might wish. A brief introduction may thus be appropriate.

Tantra conceives the universe as sentient and all life forms within it as
equal. This egalitarian assessment extends to all life activity as well. Tantra
honors embodiment as sacred, the senses as a form of intelligence, and each
living entity as existing in two interlinked triadic relationships: self-other-
connectivity; self-other-divinity. To honor those who may be skeptical of
the idea of spirit or divinity, when appropriate I substitute laws of nature
for laws of creation. This substitution is not a concession, because within
a tantric perspective the rest of nature unresistingly manifests the laws of
creation. It is we humans who, endowed with free will, can choose whether
or not to live by them. To coerce us to do so would be to violate the gift
given to us.

I should clarify that the understanding of tantra on which I draw here
is gleaned from a long-term practice of meditation and not from a schol-
arly study of Hindu-Buddhist tantric texts. In so doing I tread a path that
reflects South Asian spiritual pedagogy, which is as rooted in insights de-
rived from practice as in thosc arising from textual study, and in which texts
themselves are understood to be post hoc compilations of wisdom yielded
by practice. I will say more about tantra in the pages that follow but only
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to an extent relevant to a text seeking to braid secular and spiritual inquiry
and transcode between ways of knowing. Readers who are curious about
the particular iteration of the philosophy that informs this work may turn
to The Tantra Chronicles, a compendium of received teachings (Franken-
berg and Mani, 2013). I hope this preliminary sketch has indicated why
tantra might be relevant to a humanity fatally divided against itself and
to a world battered by a disdain for nature. A world that, even through its
bruising, spins steadily on its axis, inviting us to see it anew and in so doing
renew ourselves and all that makes life possible.

introduction 7





